The Igbos live in southeastern Nigeria and number over 23 million with population densities ranging from 300 to over 1000 persons per kilometer, the highest in West Africa. As a first step towards solving the problems of stunting and micronutrient deficiency, this study sought to document traditional foods in terms of availability in seasons and their use in Igbo culture area. Eight communities selected from four States were used for the study. Key informant interviews, focus group discussions and questionnaires were used to document and ascertain use of local foods by households. About 294 species and over 400 varieties of foods were documented. The results show that, for the Igbos, maize and rice are the major cereals consumed. The foreign rice syndrome has in the recent past overtaken many households, especially in the urban areas. Twenty one (21) species of starchy roots and tubers, 20 legumes, 21 nuts/seeds, 116 vegetables, 12 mushrooms and 36 fruits were documented of which 9, 3, 7, 12, 0 and 11 respectively were found in food composition tables. Cereals, starchy roots and tubers are important food groups for the Igbo people. They are available all year round but are more abundant during the harvest season. They form the base of the diet of Igbo culture area. Most commonly consumed legume is the cowpea (Vigna unguiculata). Local varieties of cowpea and other species of legumes are also available but not produced in large quantities. The scientific names of most of the mushrooms have not been found. Fruits were not main parts of the diet but were eaten outside regular meals. Two types of oil (red palm oil and vegetable oil) were documented. A total of 21 condiments and spices were identified. Some of these condiments are soup thickeners and are high in dietary fiber. Animal foods were about 27 species for meat/poultry/eggs, 12 species of fish and 3 species of insect/larvae were documented. Milk and milk products were not mentioned. Availability and seasonality determined the consumption of these foods by the Igbo people. In all Igbo communities, foods are eaten not only for their nutritional values but also for their medicinal and sociocultural significance.
Introduction
The Igbo culture area may be defined as an area enclosed by an imaginary line running outside of the settlements of Agbor, Kwalle (West Niger Igbo), Ahoada, Diobu, Umuaboyi (Port Harcourt), Arochukwu, Afikpo, Isiagu (Abakaliki area), Enugu Ezike (Nsukka area) and Ebu (West Niger Igbo) (Onwuejiogwu, 1984) In this culture area, the Igbo live in patrilineages called "Umunna". The patrilineages which are of variable size and span, and of diverse origin federated to become villages. Groups of villages federated to form towns called "Obodo". Permanent Igbo settlements are widely distributed in six ecological areas within the Igbo culture area. These comprise: the southern half of the scarp lands of South Eastern Nigeria, the southern half of the lower Niger basin, the Midwest lowland, the Niger Delta, the Palm Belt of Southeastern Nigeria and the Cross River Basin. The Igbos number about 23 million (Ndiokwere, 1998) . They have one of the highest population densities in West Africa, ranging from 300 to over 1000 persons per kilometer. The diversities and variations that occur in the Igbo culture area may derive to some extent from the differing ecologies of many Igbo people. Generally, the Igbo people share a common basic culture centered on a common language, common institutions and common religious and cosmological beliefs. This type of unity within a variable cultural complex had full expression in the area as in the kola-nut and white chalk customs, the vigor in Igbo music and dance movements, their highly developed arts of wall decoration and delicate body paintings, their pottery designs, weaving, folklore, oral literature, "mmuo" dances and drama and traditional games and pastimes such as wrestling, acrobatics, archery and fencing (Uchendu, 1965) . Agriculture is a heritage occupation of the Igbo people. Notwithstanding, stunting and micronutrient deficiency (vitamin A, iron, iodine and zinc) are prevalent. More recently, there has been an increased incidence of non communicable diseases among the Nigerian population. The long-term malnutrition problem of the poor nations cannot be solved by food aid or food trade with the affluent countries but rather by the adequate utilization of indigenous plant foods (Ihekoronye and Ngoddy, 1985) . This is because traditional food Umuahia town -Abia State: Ohiya community is located resources can make substantial contribution in meeting in Umuahia Local Government Area in Abia State of the nutritional needs of the population, especially the low Nigeria. Umuahia town, of which Ohiya community is a income group and particularly in times of seasonal part, has a population of about 213, 630 (Federal Office scarcity (Okigbo, 1986; FAO, 1987; Okeke et al., 1993) .
of Statistics Lagos, 1992). The vegetation and climate is Characterization of species is the first and most deciduous in nature and the community is right inside important step in understanding the entire traditional the hinterland. There is a small river nearby and as such food system of indigenous peoples. Traditional food the people fish and grow vegetables around the river. system has been defined as "all food from a particular culture available from local resources and culturally Entry into the communities: Contact persons were accepted. It includes, socio-cultural meaning of food, identified for each of the towns visited. They were acquisition, processing techniques, use, composition intimated with aims and objectives of the project and and nutritional consequences for the people using the their cooperation sought and obtained. The contact food" (Kulnlein et al., 2004) . This investigation therefore persons were then the links between the researchers seeks to document these traditional foods, identify their and the chiefs and leaders of the communities. uses and potentials with a view to reintroducing them Preliminary visits were arranged by the contact persons into the fare of the population for health promotion.
for the researchers, chiefs and community leaders. These meetings enabled the researchers to explain in detail the purpose of the project and to solicit maximum support and cooperation. During these meetings, the research protocols were outlined.
Materials and Methods

Background
Training of research assistants:
Research assistants within each community were recruited and trained. This was done in order to overcome language barriers and non acceptance of a foreigner. The assistants were trained on how to fill the questionnaires and other research methods used.
Sampling size and sampling procedure: One hundred households were selected from each of the 8 communities. This gave a total of 800 households. Kindred households were randomly selected from each of the communities for the individual interviews. These households were purposively selected based on the presence of mother, children and/or infants.
Data Collection Methods Key informants interviews:
The chiefs of the communities and elders were the major informants. They gave the researchers information concerning the structure of each of the villages. They also guided the researchers on choosing knowledgeable people to be used for focus group discussions and all other information that the researchers required.
Focus group discussion:
The focus group comprised a small g roup of people usually of common age and gender who are knowledgeable in a specific area. Local legumes as shown in Table 2 abound in the Igbo 3. minimally used or unused expected micronutrient cultural food system. Unfortunately, many are becoming foods.
extinct. The most commonly consumed legume is the 4. taste appreciation of some traditional foods b y cowpea (Vigna unguiculata) black -eyed bean. It has children and mothers etc.
both the white and brown varieties. However, there are 5. attributes attached to traditional foods.
local varieties of cowpea (akidi ani and akidi enu/elu) -
Market Survey:
A market survey was conducted in each quantities. Next to cowpeas in popularity are the pigeon of the communities. This also helped to identify pea (Cajanus cajan), bambara groundnut ( Vigna traditional foods available in the markets.
subterranean), the African yam bean ( Sphenostylis Data Analysis: Information from key informants and Soyabean is a new addition to the diet of the Igbos. It is focus group discussants were recorded on the forms not indigenous to them but is now being consumed and and also note books. In addition, the focus group especially used for complementary foods for infants and sessions were taped in order to obtain verbatim children. The cowpea, pigeon pea, bambara groundnuts responses. These were later transcribed and recorded.
are most in abundance and can be available all year Information on the traditional foods was then tabulated.
round.
Results
A total of 294 species and over 400 varieties of food items were documented in this study (Fig. 1 ). Of these, 174 were documented with their scientific names and 77 were found in the food composition tables (FCTs) currently in use in Nigeria. These Tables include the  Tables of Representative values of foods commonly used in tropical countries (Platt, 1980) Food Composition Tables for Use in Africa ( FAO, 1968) Nutrient composition of commonly eaten foods i n Nigeria: Raw, Processed and Prepared (Oguntona and Akinyele, 1995) . A total of 217 were missing in the FCTs. An attempt was made by the project to analyze about 50 samples (mainly vegetables). This result will b e published in another paper. The major cereals of the Igbo culture area are maize and rice. There are the white, yellow-red and variegated types. Rice is cultivated in swampy areas of the Igbo culture area. Some are also cultivated in the upland areas. Two major types were identified; Oryza sativa and Oryza glaberrima.
A total of about 21 starchy roots, tuber and fruits were documented by this project. These foods are available all year round but are more abundant during the harvest season. Apart from being sold for money, yams are used as gifts to relations, loved ones and in-laws during traditional marriage and other important celebrations. It example the "New Yam Festival" is common to all Igbo
Vigna sinensis which are not produced in large stencarpa) and groundbean ( Kerstingeilla geocarpa).
Oil seeds and nuts are very important in the diet of the Igbos as shown in Table 2 . Fruits abound in the Igbo culture area as shown in Table  3 . Apart from conventional fruits, some traditional Igbo fruits grow in the wild/forest and need domestication. Fruits are generally regarded as food for children and do not form a major part of meals. They are consumed mainly as snacks. One hundred and sixteen vegetables, including mushrooms were documented in this study. Table 4 shows the most commonly consumed vegetables in the Igbo culture area. However, some areas eat particular vegetables more than the others. For example, Gnetum africanum and Pennisetum purfereum are typical o f Igbos from Imo and Abia States, while bitter leaf (Vernonia amygdalina) is most popular in Anambra State. Interestingly, Table 5 shows a list of uncommon, minimally used vegetables, some seeds and roots identified in this study. These vegetables were found to be consumed among the Delta Igbos. Some of the vegetables even grow as weeds. Most are ground and used in making soups and are said to have a variety of medicinal values. The mushrooms identified in Table 4 are also common to all. They are eaten as delicacies or as meat substitutes in soups. Much of the mushrooms are obtained from the wild or homestead from tree trunks, farmlands, rotten wood and anthills. Some are soft, hard Animal foods abound as shown in Table 7 . Apart from cow, sheep, goat, ukpai (scientific name not yet known) -a tree bark. Some spices are quite hot chicken, turkey a lot of these are not being domesticated. They are still obtained while others are very mild and flavourful. Most are said to have medicinal values from the wild. Unfortunately, they are consumed only when they are available. and are used for treating such ailments as broken bones, loss of appetite and This is because of their high cost. Wild animals are also becoming scare for pregnant and lactating mothers. The fermented products from Prosopsis because of deforestation. Certain parts of meat like the liver, tongue, heart, africana, Ricinus communis, Parkia biglobosa and Citrullus vulgaris are lungs are generally regarded as special and may not be given to women Major source of cooking oil (Red palm oil). Major source of B-carotene. Very useful % % fruit since every part is put to some use. Used for palm fruit soup -"Banga" soup. R = Rainy, D = Dry and children. In the past, eggs were also not commonly consumed by women consumed fish is the crayfish which is ground and used in soups and and children.
contributes a lot to protein intake of the people. In the olden days, insects and A lot of fish as shown in Table 8 is eaten by Igbos especially those in the larvae contributed much to the protein intake of the people. Although these are riverine areas. They are eaten both in the fresh and dry forms in soups. Those still available, they are mainly regarded as children's food and consumed as who do not produce fish buy them from the market. The most commonly snacks as can be seen in Table 8 . 
Discussion
This study highlighted the existing gap in knowledge and the paucity o f published data on the composition of Nigerian foods. This is a serious problem to Nutritionists, Dieticians and other health workers involved in the assessment of dietary intake of population groups. Another problem contributing to the existing gap is the inadequate research facilities and trained personnel in our institutions of higher learning. It must be noted, however, that individual analyses have been conducted on some of these foods but these are all scattered in the literature. This calls for a compilation of such data that will lay the foundation for the "Food Composition Table of the Igbo Culture Area". Table 5 : Uncommon, little -used vegetables, seeds and roots identified in the Igbo cultural areachildren. There is still need to explore alternative and Okeke, E.C., B.N. Mbah and M.O. Nwosu, 1993 . "Field cheap sources of animal proteins. Milk and milk products do not form part of the food system of the Igbo culture area. They are consumed sparingly and only when they are available. This may pose a problem on calcium intake. However, this calls for increased consumption of green leafy vegetables, seeds and nuts.
Conclusion:
The Igbo culture area is rich in nutritious food plants. In recent decades, however, social and economic changes have militated against their propagation and use. Some of these foods are currently very close to the point of extinction. Yet, these foods possess the potentials and evidence of strength, healthy living and long life. Hence, interventions are necessary to enhance the sustainability of the indigenous foods in Igbo culture area.
